E. M. Cioran and the trajectory of consciousness 


You’re so vain, I bet you think this song is about you. 
— Carly Simon 


The dinosaurs got very big and, for a long time, this 
served them well, until one day it didnt. 
— Bianco Luno’ 


...first, darkness, then a flash of light, then darkness again. 
— Samuel Beckett? 


...d loss of consciousness occurs whenever our models lose their [temporal] ‘thickness’ and become as ‘thin’ as a virus’... 
Consciousness, I’d contend, is nothing grander than inference about my future. 
— Karl Friston? 


The unexamined life is not worth living. 
— Socrates* 


But is it not that...for the purpose of happiness it is better for him not to know himself? 
— Blaise Pascal? 


Preamble 


In the description of this philosophy club, I allude to the possibility we might someday address the big 
question of “the meaning of life.” It’s a question most philosophers, especially analytic ones, shy away 
from. Surprisingly, to some. Isn’t it a question at the heart of philosophy? 


A philosopher in the analytic tradition, especially, will immediately want to ask what “life” is, and what 
is the meaning of “meaning,” and what work is the preposition “of” doing in this context? These have 
to be settled before we can even get started. And off we go... as far as possible from addressing the 
question. 


So?... What is it?? The point of it all??? 


First, it seems, we should note who is asking? To what sort of being would the question occur? Likely 
not to animals and small children. To the animal, not at any point in its life (probably’). To the child, 


1. All references to Bianco Luno are from a work in progress, leçons en ténèbres. 
2. Paraphrase of the line “They give birth astride a grave, the light gleams an instant, then it’s night once more.” from 
Waiting for Godot. 


3. “The Mathematics of Mind-Time: The special trick of consciousness is being able to project action and time into a range 
of possible futures, ” Karl Friston, Aeon, 2017. See Appendix 2 below. 


4. Plato, Apology, 38a. 
5. Pensées, section 144. 
6. But see “Do Animals Commit Suicide? Many species of non-human animals end their lives through self-destructive or 


accidental behaviors. But whether it’s an act of suicide is a controversial question,” Richard Pallardy,” Discover Magazine, 
2021, and “Can nonhuman animals commit suicide?” David M. Pefia-Guzman, Animal Sentience 20(1) 2017, and further 


perhaps at around the time suicide becomes a conceptual possibility.’ The two questions, as noted by 
Camus, the meaning of it all and whether to stay or go are intimately related. If you die before at least 
having entertained the meaning question, it can’t possibly have been a suicide. An accident, an illness, 
a murder, a case of exhausted telemeres — but not a proper semantically-driven self-dismissal. 


Second, what is it about those who ask? What’s up with them? Is it possible the very question is a 
symptom of something, a pathology of a sort? 


We have never attempted the “meaning of life” topic before but we will veer close to it this time with 
the help of a philosopher who remained sensitive to the question all of his life. He somehow managed a 
respectably long one. It ended, as they say, “naturally.” 


There is sometimes a little window between the age of nine and puberty when the meaning question 
may have almost visceral traction. Nature contrives most of the time to keep this period brief.* In the 
normal person in normal circumstances, the window closes rapidly if it was ever cracked at all. 
Properly synchronized, the imperatives of self-awareness and puberty help to insure that. One should 
pick up where the other leaves off. If deep disquiet persists, active measures may be required to prevent 
a bad outcome. Sometimes nature needs supplementation with a belief system. In the lion’s share of 
cases, the meaning question thereafter becomes academic, that is to say, a bore. 


This supplementation — why is it necessary? 


Cioran - beyond Nietzsche 


Nietzsche is sometimes incorrectly dubbed a nihilist. God may have been a disappointment, but the 
great moral revisionist had an untoward faith in humanity. E. M. Cioran, on the other hand, didn’t. No 
übermensch for him.’ His mother once implied that if she had known he would suffer such despair, she 
would have aborted him.” That would have saved us the trouble of reading the kind of books he would 
go on to write. They had titles like: On the Heights of Despair, Tears and Saints, The Trouble with 
Being Born, A Short History of Decay, All Gall is Divided, The Evil Demiurge, The Temptation to Exist, 
The Fall into Time, and Drawn and Quartered. 


discussion and followup, “Can nondolphins commit suicide?” David M. Pefia-Guzman, Animal Sentience 20(20) (2018). 
Pefia-Guzman explores the probability that some animals sometimes commit suicide — as aware as any of us can be of what 
is at stake. 

7. At age nine or so, psychologists tell us, the conceptual wherewithal for these kinds of questions is typically available. 

8. Teenage suicide (noticeably on the rise in recent years, though never “low” relative other age groups) is normally kept in 
check by hormones. It’s as if there is a period of vulnerability during which one set of instructions are being swapped out for 
another. Consciousness and puberty vie for ascendancy. Puberty wins out — typically, to judge by how vastly lower the 
suicide rate is than it would otherwise be. “The topic is really not suitable for anyone under the age of eighteen due to their 
hormonal precarity. Or any one over the age of eighteen. The onset of senility and its preoccupations leave them no time for 
it. At eighteen, maybe. Or for those whose development, including perhaps myself, was arrested then.” — Luno. 

9. Nietzsche could be melodramatic with his übermensch, eternal return, and such. If God with the alleged super skills, 
including existence, was unable to do better than this, what to expect of a horde of evil impotent imbeciles? 

10. “E. M. Cioran,” an interview with Jason Weiss at “Itineraries of a Hummingbird.” It cheered him up. His mother was 
funny. 


But he was no glum-faced Schopenhauer either. So what if God is dead? Look around, humanity may 
as well be, too. How may the non-existent have beliefs about the non-existent?" Since ancient times 
philosophers have sought to ground their sanity, their reasons to go on, in something unshakable: in 
God, the stuff at the edge of their senses, or just the data (forget anything past that), in a community of 
believers, in something or other, in reason, in our ability to think, to solve complex problems, to 
communicate about abstractions, to alter our environment, ourselves, our destiny, even just to enjoy a 
nice breeze, etc... all excuses to say we are special. 


First, we somehow evolved low esteem (hence, the need to toot our horn, something no animal had 
managed to require before), followed by a culture set on the project of remedying the condition. Is all 
philosophy about therapy? If so, what does this say about 
having been born?” Or is it about grasping truths? But how 
many of these can we really stand? Life a grand quest for self- 
realization or a convalescence from from a fallen state of 
health? No one is suggesting we are better off dead, but better 
off never having existed is another proposition altogether. 


How convenient. That bearing existence is even possible... 

Whether it was God or a process of natural selection, the 

à greatest gift bestowed upon us is our boundless capacity for 
self-delusion. Cioran’s meanness consists in his willingness to 

keep rubbing our noses in this realization. Among human perversions perhaps there is none greater than 

to find some release or consolation in thus remarking. 


Emil Cioran, of course, is not the first to query the legitimacy of human existence. Far from it, he is 
part of a long tradition of thinkers doubtful of our raison d’étre. A short list includes: Diogenes of 
Sinope (the original “Cynic,” aka “a Socrates gone mad” or “the dog-philosopher”’’), Arthur 
Schopenhauer, Giacomo Leopardi, Philipp Mainlander, Peter Wessel Zappfe, Ambrose Bierce, Otto 
Weininger, David Benatar, and Thomas Ligotti."* 


Not all these thinkers were depressed or suicidal. Some were: notably, Otto Weininger, who shot 
himself in the heart in 1903 at the age of 23 after completing a book that, after his death, went on to sell 
more copies than any book of philosophy had ever done up to that time." But others manage to carve 
out a philosophy of solace or at least modest redemption. Temporary salvation, after all, may be 
adequate for most human purposes. Life is a finite affair. Too short to bother with prematurely ending 
it.® The light is brief and dim, but it may be sufficient to scry your marching orders. Enough, with luck, 


11. What is the point of God’s existence when no one exists to believe in it? It is humanity — not to be confused with the 
species homo sapiens — whose existence begs proof. 

12. “Born in a hospital, how many should have stayed there?” writes Bianco Luno. “Or the human world is transforming 
into one?” Complete with regularly administered medications. 

13. So called because he concluded that street dogs were founts of wisdom. He was among the first genuine “naturalists.” 
14. A related, but distinct, tradition compasses many, but not all, temperamental existentialists, such as Blaise Pascal, Soren 
Kierkegaard, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Franz Kafka, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Simone Weil, Albert Camus, Samuel Beckett, 
Flannery O’Connor, and Clarice Lispector. These found shelter in unblinkered mysticism, hyperbolic religion, or doggedly 
deontological forms of life. (“Temperamental” here indicating excitable less by a dogma, a theory, an insight, etc. than by 
the conditions of existence. Excluded are the not-so-temperamental Heidegger, Sartre et al.) 

15. About Weininger’s texts. 

16. But see our discussion of Einstein and Bergson on time — or duration. Clock time may be too short, but maybe it’s not 
the relevant instrument of measure. 


to make out what is important and possible (as opposed to the True, the Beautiful, or the Good”). More 
ambition than that is comically unbecoming our constituton. 


Cioran is among the most unanalytic philosophers ever. He openly derides labored picking at nits to see 
which enable and which disable a case. He has little use for staking out rationally defensible positions 
and marshaling arguments in their favor. That his points need any such defense is not a concession he 
makes. They are chosen with hardiness in mind. Assuming you are conscious and human, they should 
be obvious to you. The difficulty lies not in their fine-grained sophistication, but in their blunt 
challenge to humane sensibility.'® There are two kinds of obscurantism in philosophy: that of analysis 
that has forgotten its motivation in “the act of taking apart” and that of wallowing in motivations that 
are as plain as day. If Cioran’s work is obscure, it is so in the latter way.” 


I will indulge in both kinds of obscurity and sketch an argument one might give if one were to play an 
analytic game in defense of a core Cioranian thesis — that consciousness or awareness is the mother of 
all philosophical problems. 


Fear creates consciousness — not natural fear but morbid fear. 
Otherwise animals would have achieved a level of consciousness higher than ours. 
— Cioran, The Trouble with Being Born, 78 


Just sayin’ 


As far as the material world is concerned (the only one there is for some), it is a wonder there is any 
kind of order or structure or anything suggesting design to an imagination. Physical theories, for 
example, suggest chaos should be rampant. Entropy should by now have generalized itself to the point 
that the conditions should be impossible for its own observation.” More obviously, that there ever was 
anything other than entropy to contrast with it requires explanation. The kind of order necessary for an 
observer to exist simply is inexplicable.” The universe should have gone entirely unnoticed... But it 
has been noticed by noticing-entities, among them, ourselves. Moreover, we notice ourselves noticing. 


When that happens, we realize nothing explains us.” We shouldn’t be here. We are tempted to postulate 
or imagine we perceive non-physical things: time, consciousness, causal and value judgments, 


17. The Transcendentals. 

18. If philosophy is therapeutically motivated, it may focus on attitude adjustment to reality (e.g., Stoicism); if it is 
epistemically/ethically motivated, it may instead seek to make contact with truth irrespective of the effect this knowledge 
may have on one’s psychic or spiritual needs. In a contest between the demands of life and truth, we need not fool ourselves 
as to which will win, but the inevitability is not a cure for disquiet. 

19. Wittgenstein was obscure in a similar way. The oracular concision, in both his early and later philosophies, is a retreat to 
what is so obvious that it is obscure because it is so obvious. This is analytic philosophy at its best: when it goes from 
obscurity to clarity and back again. This is also what fascinated Wittgenstein in On Certainty about his colleague G. E. 
Moore’s “two hands” argument for the existence of an external world... Little else about Moore impressed him. As Gertrude 
Stein, another similarly-oriented, put it, “A rose is a rose is a rose.” Or Juan Ramon Jiménez, “Evidente y secreto, como el 
diamante, como el agua, como el desnudo, como la rosa.” (“Obvious and secret, like a diamond, like water, like nudity, like 
a rose.” 

20. We, disentropic creatures, notice entropy. Nature must be vain, too, on occasion, enjoying a view of itself as in a mirror: 
hence, our function. “We are the medium of nature’s self-adoration.” — Luno. 

21. Supposing every event in the universe is precisely ordered, i.e., is the way it is because it instantiates some principle, 
entropy, then, is an illusion endemic to finite imaginations... To a finite imagination, however, order is indistinguishable 
from chaos. 


mathematical order, Platonic Forms, First Causes or Smart Designers, souls, selves, purpose, meaning, 
logical and physical laws, patterns, concepts, and such. None of these are on the periodic table or 
composed of anything there. Irony has no elemental iron in it. 


For this reason, it is very difficult to be a strict materialist without aping a reversion” to the minimal 
forms of access consciousness associated with animals and small children. If it is even true that these 
may contain their curiosity within the limits we like to imagine for them. 


But once we stray from the absolute minimal awareness requisite to survive or tentatively flourish from 
one moment to the next, wonder begins and never ceases. Questions pile on and, if they stop, it is 
because they are stopped through the agency of exigency. We limit our purview, distract ourselves with 
a project, bracket everything else, and focus. The world is focused by conjuring stories in which to live, 
to occupy our minds in the service of.” This focused world comprises the practical content of 
consciousness. Thus, we can discern a distinction between curiosity and wonder. 


Curiosity has an object, it is about the how or why of something discrete. It requires a handle on its 
object, or a point of connection. Either it fits, or we can see a way of fitting it, into one of our stories, 
and we wish to better understand how this convenience — that the world opens up to us to any degree — 
might be. 


Wonder, we reserve, for something beyond that — whose notion remains inchoate, vague, sufficiently 
effable to get our attention but not enough to become a proper object of focus or curiosity, because we 
can barely, if at all, articulate it, because it borders on the incommunicable, because it is liable to be 
misunderstood, because it is easily co-opted by wishful thought, because it will attract censure by 
flaunting the patent and prodigal waste of mental effort... There isn’t a burner far back enough to place 
this kind of concern. 


So, if you are so inclined to waste time on “meaning of life” questions, be prepared. This is what you 
must contend with. 


But it doesn’t end with this dismissal. Not unless, again, we are ok with reversion to the awareness 
skills of animals or small children. Or we are fine with a headlong rush into the transcendent 
irrationality of, say, the transhumanist or the mystic, a scientific or religious salvation. These paths may 


well mark out the future because we have no history of not being subject to them. Opining about what 


happens next is just hard not to do for the consciousness-afflicted. “Inferencing”” is the shared liability 


of science and religion. Combine all the believers and atheists (most not even aware that they are one 
or the other) and subtract them from humanity as a whole, and how many are left? The condition fills 


22. You may wonder why be exercised over our inexplicable presence?... Because we sport ambitions to order rationally. 
We veritably demand rational order of our phenomenology, imposing it if it doesn’t magically leap out at us. We want 
explanations because through them, we figure, we rob our next experience of surprise. See Appendix 2 on Friston. 

23. There is no going back. It would be a pretense. An imaginative exercise. A bit of bad faith. We cannot unknow what we 
know. (Or, more precisely, unexperience.) Except, of course, by a transformation of a sort: either a technical revision of who 
we are or a religious “born again” experience. An experience that wipes your slate clean of reasons for agitation, a lobotomy 
Both science and religion offer handy solutions. But both face a problem with a failure of identity across transformation. 
Both want to say we are both the same and not the same post-transformation. Both are motivated to force it, if it is not there. 
24. Our bodies and their organs have their function built-in. Sensibly. They don’t go looking for it. Like our brains, 
sometimes. 

25. Friston, op. cit. 


with disquiet the meta-noticer who wants, desperately, to believe, not merely wish to believe, 
something (or other). But also fully aware that even this desperation is of no consequence. The meta- 
noticer incomprehensibly resists joining a cult.” Most join understandably. 


The meta-noticer is stuck wondering. And if they are reminded that, as a practical matter, no one can 
tread epistemic water indefinitely, they point to animals and the developmentally disabled. Socrates 
pretended very hard to ignorance. Maybe it is possible to regain primeval ignorance if we try hard 
enough. But what passes for the effort is usually just stupidity.” Perhaps that is the point of pointless 
questions: they function to rob us of responsibility for what we are. We are saddled with awareness.” 


The nature and history of awareness 


..man should not have existed, he should have remained a species like any other 
and not have separated from the whole Creation. 
— Cioran” 


Meaning of life? What kind of creature would stoop to such a question? One with a surfeit of neurons. 


We are asking what it means to know you are here, exist, recall having existed a spell, and anticipate 
existing a while longer. This is not merely what philosophers of mind call “access consciousness” that 
we share with animals and, depending on how interpreted, even plants: instrumental awareness of 
having an environment and what to do with or about it. It is not even “reflective consciousness” which 
we, as far as we know, share only with a limited number of animals: a sense of agency, of being the seat 
of experience from which effort to survive and flourish emanates. For a fragile spell. 


I use “consciousness” and “awareness” interchangeably because, at the level of concern here, they 
mostly are. “Consciousness,” the notion under that name, is more descriptive, more the object of 
psychological, neuroscientific, and analytic philosophical attention than it is under the term 
“awareness.” I believe awareness is the normatively richer concept, however, encompassing the other 
but also much besides. For one, it does not pretend indifference to itself; it is quintessentially incapable 
of objective pretense. “The unexamined life is not worth living,” said Socrates. Why would anyone say 
such a thing when — for most of the history of creation — nothing asked? For all but a tiny portion of its 
history, life could not and did not examine itself. The survival value of the exercise is dubious — a 
gratuity that only it situates itself to validate. 


To be objective is to treat others as you treat an object, a corpse — to behave with them like an undertaker. 
— Cioran, TBB, 38 


The puzzle here is fundamentally about coming to ask after the meaning — the point — of it all. It suffers 
from expecting but being eternally frustrated at not finding it — or arbitrarily saddled with one, 


26. One cult or another of people who wish to live without anxiety at the thought that they might have been wrong about 
everything from the start. 

27. We give the term “stupidity” a technical signification: culpable ignorance. Animals and small children are not (yet) 
stupid. Stupidity is disingenuous, a capability exclusive to the awareness-afflicted. 

28. It is a condemnation, Cioran says. 

29. Interview, op.cit. 


inherited, or at having to make one up and either remaining in a subsequent state of bad faith about the 
curious self-conversion or pretending to a guileless pre-reflective condition without the excuse that 
animals and small children have.” Not happy with the choice, the experience of this kind of awareness 
is easily dismissed as pathological because it is not clear what it contributes to the regular business of 
living. That is what it is supposed to be about, right? Right...’ 


Impossible to imagine a degraded animal, a sub-animal. 
— Cioran, TBB, 52 


Likely, few bother thinking this far at any point during the course of a lifetime, if they even start. For 
most, perhaps, it never occasions so much as a pause, the point always obvious to them, always staring 
them in the face. They might be excused for concluding that if your thoughts stray in this direction, the 
cause must either stem from a physiological or psychological disorder, or too much time on your hands. 


There is a kind of knowledge that strips whatever you do of weight and scope: for such knowledge, everything is without 
basis except itself. Pure to the point of abhorring even the notion of an object, it translates that extreme science according 
to which doing or not doing something comes down to the same thing and is accompanied by an equally extreme 
satisfaction: that of being able to rehearse, each time, the discovery that any gesture performed is not worth defending, that 
nothing is enhanced by the merest vestige of substance, that “reality” falls within the province of lunacy. Such knowledge 
deserves to be called posthumous: it functions as if the knower were alive and not alive, a being and the memory of a being. 
“It’s already in the past,” he says about all he achieves, even as he achieves it, thereby forever destitute of the present. 

— Cioran, TBB, 3 


Is conscious awareness “psycho-degradable”? 


But what if this kind of awareness is the evolutionary upshot of consciousness? How could it not be? 


Biological evolutions have endpoints. This shouldn’t be controversial. Isn’t it like the claim that the 
earth is spherical? Or humans are mortal? Finitude is (still) a thing... Except that it is controversial. 
Mortality-denialism is real. In some speculative corners, mortality is not only not a foregone 
conclusion, but is actually suppressed.” We go on to wonder against this background: 


30. Cf. the notion of a “fall” from an primordial state of grace into original sin and the impossibility of redemption... We 
may excuse the drunk for what they do while drunk but we are reluctant to excuse them for having gotten themselves into 
the state. Similarly, I adopted or inherited a belief system equipping me with “a point” — a potent “intoxication” event 
inflecting my reality. I may be excused for what follows from this belief system: belief in the possibility of redemption, for 
example, a fallout of the the doxastic intoxication, but may I be excused for accepting the system in the first place or 
continuing to accept it subsequently? The initial conditions founding my world and self-view may not have been up to me, 
but thereafter? And if it is countered that we must have some belief system or other to function, consider, again, animals and 
small children. Are the mentally subpar or immature our ideal? If not, we can’t — yet — will go on, to paraphrase Beckett. 
The prediction or imperative here is quintessentially irrational. Take this as a criticism of acting or an indictment of reason. 
Your choice. 

31. Assuming happiness, its pursuit, has something major to do with life, then better attend to Pascal: “But is it not that...for 
the purpose of happiness it is better for him not to know himself?” Socrates seems too have made a life project of 
withholding such knowledge from himself. 

32. The hysterical flailing in response to the recent pandemic, for instance. 


Among living organisms and their immediate precursors, there is a plausible trajectory of awareness,” 
a series of stations in its logical development: 


1. Inertial consciousness: A stone may serve as paradigm. It reveals nothing of any imperative to 
do or react to anything in its environment — at least to an observer inclined to value such 
revelation. (Leaving open the question of pre-conscious “mental” substrates or proto-conscious 
aspects of the material, as in panpsychism.) 


2. Access consciousness: The manifest imperative to access and interact with features of the 
world or fail to persist: most living things are covered here. All living things, almost by 
definition, are enabled by access consciousness to negotiate with their environment to gather 
information with the end of preserving and extending their organized structure in time. This 
includes all biological processes that convert matter into energy:™ single-cell organisms (even 
viruses), all plants, and all animals. (Leaving open the inclusion of non-biological processes, 
e.g., AI.) 


3. Reflective consciousness: A knack for backing off sufficiently to get a bigger picture can be 
useful to get a reading on your location in space, to see which way the wind is blowing — does 
the history of your experiences have “tendencies”? These observations can be instrumental to 
the basic imperatives listed above. But fewer consciousness-ridden agents get this far, for good 
reason: it carries with it the first intimations of disquiet — a regress threatens. Thinking a little 
can lead to thinking too much. Aka, “reflexivity,” the penchant for and imperative to gather 
information to this point and beyond is no longer immediately, or automatically, relevant to the 
tasks singled-out above peculiar to access consciousness. This is an unstable in-between 
condition. Supreme clarity about reflective ends is not evident at this level of consciousness, nor 
is it to a conscious observer, e.g. self-recognition in a mirror. As yet sub-clear, not formulated, 
you feel like you know or ought to know this reflected entity. Yet neither is the feeling 
unconscious or instinctual (in the sense that muscle reflexes, breathing, digestion, etc. are), this 
manifest curiosity is, to use Otto Weininger’s term, “henidical.” It is proto- or quasi-thinking. It 
is as yet unmotivated wonder, awe, or anxiety. On the verge of losing its virginity, it is not yet 
normatively® domesticated. Though it very well may be action-affecting. Most advanced life 
forms manage to get at least this far. 


4. Meta-reflective consciousness: We are not in Kansas any more. Reflective consciousness is 
now fully formulated or, at least, formulable, has or could become articulable thought. 
Expressible propositions and rules for their manipulation avail themselves for belief, argument, 


33. This is not intended as a typology of conceptions of consciousness — for that, see the SEP entry. The gradations here 
may or may not be scientifically grounded. Likely, parts of it can and will be interpreted as being so, but, whether or not 
that, it is sufficiently grounded in historical/cultural terms (which we take to be at least as relevant and controlling — after 
all, science is a cultural artifact as much any other). That said, there are occasional hints of scientific corroboration 
discernible (it would be surprising if there were not), for example, in neuroscientist/physicist/mathematician Karl Friston’s 
characterization of consciousness. “With every new experience, your organism engages in inference to fit what’s happening 
into a familiar pattern.” Karl Friston, “The Mathematics of Mind-Time: The special trick of consciousness is being able to 
project action and time into a range of possible futures, ” Aeon, 2017. See also notes on Friston below. Friston’s account 
makes true, meaningful to humans, transhumanism problematic. And what would “meaningfulness” to non-humans look 
like? How do we begin to fathom that when we can’t make out a stable conception of it for ourselves? 

34. Or, more strictly, “extract” energy from rearranging matter. 

35. Meaning, not rationally, nor morally, beholden. 


reasoning, judgment, and theory formation. We start acting like we know things. The resulting 
convictions, in turn, serve as raw material for decision-making and action-guidance. This level 
of conscious facility is typically, but not necessarily, limited to the ends of the first two types of 
consciousness: survival and its enhancement. When it is, it may be described as practical meta- 
reflective awareness and is a specialized subcategory restricted to the tasks of those two types: 
access and reflective. However, meta-reflection is not intrinsically bound consciousness; it is 
not necessarily driven by practical agenda. The barn doors of cognition are open. It may come 
untethered from survival or anything to do with it. Suicide, fully qualified,” now becomes 
possible.” Life-affirmation is optional. Anything that can be articulated is fair game for this 
type of awareness. Superfluity begins to haunt the enterprise, a regress is in full swing. The 
search for excuses to prolong the search may fail.” 


5. Penultimate consciousness: This is the last realization of awareness: it is no longer merely the 
how of survival; rather, it is the very idea of it that becomes problematic. Exit plans, hopefully 
graceful, are readied even if postponed. The engine of survival is coasting. The negotiation with 
its environment implied by awareness reaches its acme in this, what I call, “penultimate 
awareness.” It is consciousness “on the way out.” Negotiation is beyond broken down: a deal 
has been reached. The last one. 


6. Ultimate consciousness: None to be had. Skip to 7. 


3339 


7. Absence, i.e., back to 1: an impersonal process of “rinse and repeat””” Consciousness has 


“psycho-degraded.” Our composted molecules are ready for reprise. 


A stone knows how to exist. Living things progressively forget. Until, pulverized to their constituents, 
they recover the know-how. Consciousness is the agent of psycho-degradation. 


No one is responsible for what he is nor even for what he does. This is obvious and everyone more or less agrees that it is 
so. Then why celebrate or denigrate? Because to exist is to evaluate, to emit judgments, and because abstention, when it is 
not the effect of apathy or cowardice, requires an effort no one manages to make. 

— Cioran, TBB, 51 


36. Semantically-driven, i.e., can be the conclusion of a reasoning process, as opposed to self-destructive behavior fully 
characterized by internal and/or external empirically identifiable causes. Nothing stops both characterizations from being 
simultaneous. Nothing forces their concurrency either. 

37. Again, the capacity for suicide ideation marks a watershed between pre-adolescence and what comes after. Henceforth, 
the idea that life might be terminated and a grasp of what this means is conceptually possible for a self, reportedly. The 
requisite concepts of what it means and how it may be an option are available. In higher non-human animals, it is unclear 
when exactly suicide ideation first becomes possible, but that it does in some animals, in some form, is increasingly viewed 
as more than plausible. See (again) “Can nonhuman animals commit suicide?” David M. Peña-Guzmán, Animal Sentience 
20(1) 2017, and further discussion and followup, “Can nondolphins commit suicide?” David M. Peña-Guzmán, Animal 
Sentience 20(20) (2018). 

38. Suicide procrastination. But it’s always done too late, according to Cioran. Procrastination, no doubt, was naturally 
selected for. Don’t finish today what you can finish tomorrow. And so on... 

39. This entails that true — meaningful (to humans) — transhumanism is problematic. “Trans-” becomes the operative 
syllable. Nothing recognizably “human” survives having been “trans-ed” unless we are being half-assed about it. 
Transhumanists do not intend to be half-assed about it. Thus, it need not be compassion for what comes after, but the 
working out of an algorithm, as impersonal and disempathic as anything that came before the advent of consciousness. 
Perhaps, repetition is eternal, as Nietzsche entertained... whether or not it is, either the slate is wiped clean or, memory 
works in reverse, that is, we imagine things, we draw what we want, or expect to see, on the slate. 


The trilemma of awareness 


Ways the consciousness story may end: 


1. It might be foreclosed. External catastrophe cuts short awareness in mid-assault on reality. It did 
for dinosaurs and countless organisms before and after them. Science excuses us for thinking 
exogenous foreclosure may happen again. The exit of the over-sized, space-taking reptiles was a 
spectacle we have, after all, evidence for. Their great knack — their size — was also their 
Achilles’s heel — as too much reflection, the suggestion here is, will be our downfall. We might 
one day collectively wake to the realization that our being here was a mistake and take action to 
correct it. This will be our catastrophe, tailored to our proprietary knack, facilitated by an 
element built-in and present in our capable“ brains from the start, our destination programmed 
as much as the method of arrival. As we approach it, we become cognizant of our expiration 
date.“ (Antinatalism.) 


2. Alternatively, it might reach stasis: evolution simply comes to a stop. Consciousness reaches a 
level of self-satisfied sophistication then stays there. But what evidence do we have for any 
such perduring equilibrium anywhere in the natural world?” When nature pauses, if it ever 
does, it pauses in preparation for something else to happen. It doesn’t just pause. Something 
else is always in the works. 


3. Or, consciousness transforms into something else that we are not now in a position to find 
intelligible — the way a stone might be puzzled, if a stone could be puzzled, at our busyness.“ 
(Transhumanism. ) 


Apart from its conceptual difficulty, this last possibility strains the limits of our empathetic concern, 
however. If our empathetic powers are pressed to contemplate the plight of a stone, how are they 
supposed to grasp what we have just described as beyond the human? Moreover, does a stone or the 


40. And which species is responsible for the favorable judgment on the capability quotient of human brains? 

41. The claim is that this is how it will be, not that it should be. It is a bit of abductive reasoning. All empirical and historical 
indications are. The normative component itself is: it is an overlay, as real as real things get, like the appearance of things at 
the edges of our senses. But with the feeling that it might be otherwise. And, given that it is, there are only so many 
possibilities. We are listing them. That it is not clear that there are other possbilities is what what makes for the trilemma. 
42. “Has human evolution stopped? The answer is a definitive no. The only way to truly stop any biological organism from 
evolving is extinction. Evolution can be slowed by reducing and keeping population size to a small number of individuals.” 
That would cut down on genetic variation, the engine of evolution. “Current Perspectives: Evolution — 150 Years after ‘The 
Origin of Species’ Has Human Evolution Stopped?” Alan R. Templeton, Rambam Maimonides Medical Journal, June 2010. 
The article goes on to say that not only is biological evolution not stopping, population growth is accelerating it. On top of 
that, we may add, cultural selection on certain traits — notably, conscious awareness — is moving forward at breakneck 
moral and psychological speed. Call it “moral wokeness,” if you will. We are actively tampering with the parameters of 
evolution across all its fields of operation. (As, it has been suggested, our half-assed vaccine efforts in response to Covid-19 
are speeding up microbial evolutionary adaptations.) That said, again, we might attempt to “engineer” the situation, as we 
have been doing heretofore whenever possible, and, thereby, succeed at extinction either by transformation or attrition... 
Let’s hope, not ungracefully. Just because nature is sometimes callous, we need not be. 

43. The situation recalls a “bystander” mode of being in the world. Diogenes in Athens was observed rolling a barrel from 
one end of the street to the other and back with a stick. Asked why, he noted that the industrious exhibition of so many in the 
community preparing for war spurred him to similar activity — or to look the part. 
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transhuman miss our empathy? Are these the worse for not having it if, in fact, they don’t have it? And 
if they do have it, how valuable can it be spread so thin? 


Stasis strains experience. Pure and simple. Natural selection and intelligent design agree on this. Both 
have linear goals. Staying put is not one of them. 


The first — antinatalist — way the story may end requires a cancellation of the potent instinct to prolong 
existence — of the species, of its gene pool, at least — if not also of the individual, a gene vessel among 
countless. 


There remains the possibility that the only rational continuity of conscious concern is that at close 
range. If we can relate to something in any degree, to that degree we are concerned. The more remote 
the relation, the more attenuated the concern. For example, ethical egoism, care ethics (moral sense 
theory), and virtue theory are each nearsightedly humane in their concern. They are about the self and a 
class of “significant others,” broadly and flexibly interpreted. Though they may gesture at squinting, 
these theories are myopic, highly partial and shamelessly anthropocentric, and, as such, perhaps 
sustaining of, or at least compatible with, stasis of a sort. Hyperbolic theories, on the other hand — 
principle-based moral theories such as deontology and utilitarianism — press impossibly hard against 
moral myopia... until empathy fades to black. They risk being irrelevant to us at our current stage of 
moral development. Maybe they are moralities of a future development — which may never be realized. 
Push impartiality too hard and... why bother?“ Moreover, these theories proceed on the assumption 
there will be further stages of the same agent. That a self-same agent present now will have later 
“stages” and not be a different agent or entity altogether with quite distinct interests and agendas.“ The 
decision that it is the same or different is to be made by whom or come from where? 


Empathy necessarily involves discrimination. I lavish it on these vulnerables near me. “Near” has its limits. I cannot 
coherently disperse it so thin that I come to feel the universe’s pain. I must leave out infinite portions of suffering.“ 
— Luno 


We might then engineer an indefinite stasis in evolution to restrain conscious concern to close range, 
and thereby attempt keeping existence sustainably relatable.” But if the salience of close relations 
defines the scope of concern, aren’t we under consciousness-driven moral pressure to deliberately 
expand the relations, or their salience — to make concerted effort to develop our sentiments until they 
encompass more and more, or until they dissipate in the environment?” At least one philosopher, one 
of the most controversial in the Western tradition, Otto Weininger, arrived here: he ended his life 
having concluded the imperative of conscious awareness is to reach the penultimate realization that 
each breath taken is taken from one more worthy of it — or, one more in need of it, the beneficiary not 


44. Who or what are we supposing they apply to? Certainly not to us, marinated in self-importance... This much we must 
grant Ayn Rand. See our discussion of the Bertrand Russell case whose character featured a highly attenuated (because 
expanded) notion of fellow-feeling. 

45. Perhaps what these theories presume is that the identification across stages of moral development is, or will be, a willful 
imposition, an object for imperatives and not a prediction. We will minimize surprise by forcing the identity, a la Friston. 
See Appendix 2. 

46. Luno elsewhere adds, “...on pain of dissolving as a source of any concern.” 

47. We wouldn’t want to evolve beyond anything we might identify with. Would we? Alternatively, we do the Weiningerian 
thing and enhance or develop empathy to the point of an imperative to dispense with conscious existence. Such is the hard 
logic of having allowed natural selection free reign this far. 

48. As suggested by Peter Singer’s expanding circle of moral progress. Singer doesn’t seem to see a path to the incoherence 
of the notion of unlimited partiality that I indicate here. 
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having yet attained the same realization. Get out the way so that others may have their turn at arriving 
where you are. This becomes the point of consciousness: to absent itself — so that the not-yet-conscious 
may have room to develop, or the never-to-be-conscious rightfully recover its inert integrity. 


Consciousness is much more than the thorn, it is the dagger in the flesh. 
— Cioran, TBB, 48 


Again, the claim is that these three eventualities fully occupy the logical space” of awareness- 
development. Either we proceed as we have been, hold still, or cease to exist. Procession, stasis, or 
extinction. 


1. Procession necessarily involves transformation. Transformation ends in non-identity”’ over time. 
What came earlier in the procession ceases to be what comes later.” And the cause for concern 
by the former for the latter becomes unintelligible. 


2. Stasis” is unheard of. Even universes come and go out of existence. Existential fixation is 
logically possible, but empirically incomprehensible. 


3. But the peculiarity of the object of procession here — consciousness/awareness — makes for a 
third possible denouement. Consciousness outdoes itself, self-dismisses. Takes its existence into 
its own hands, so to speak. Realizes that all along its trajectory, abstention from existence, was, 
and is, the fulfillment of its destiny. Its endgame.” 


The conclusion seems to be we manage (somehow) the impossible (i.e., hold still) or dissolve out of 
existence either by being reduced to our basic material constituents or accepting their reorganization 


49. Exogenous developments excepted. I don’t discuss here massive asteroid impacts; a once-in-millions-of-years 
geothermal plume piercing the earth’s crust; doomsday bugs combining the lethality of rabies, the transmissibility of 
measles, and the long incubation period of Kuru; or gamma ray bursts originating from dying stars in near parts of this 
galaxy in whose path we find ourselves; or even God waking up in a bad mood, decreeing enough is enough and deciding 
the day to fulfill certain decreation or end time prophecies, the Rapture, has arrived... Little, if anything, can be, or could 
have been done, about these by us. The three possibilities cited here — procession, stasis, and extinction — on the other hand, 
seem to intimate an offer of complicity. 

50. The “non-identity problem” is discussed in connection with transhumanism here. 

51. Darwinian evolution is not the biography of any one individual or species in the sense of “natural kind.” The universe I 
envision is not cut up at any joints we are not involved in positing in the first place. It is a succession story, a process. 
Unimaginably impersonal. We might as well be talking geology. At best, it tells, not where you (or the lot of us) came from, 
but what conditions preceded the event you call you (or our lot). You didn’t evolve... in the sense that you or the lot of us 
did anything. Events don’t do anything... in the sense we do things. They follow one another. One thing happens, then 
another thing, and so on... And here, in listing the logical paths the events in the awareness story may take, we are inferring, 
a la Friston, what it seems our brains do, where the train of events may go. We can’t help but infer, while alive and 
conscious. Logic, the mechanism of inference itself, a literal “brainchild,” constricts possibilities of the world accessible to 
us — or the world simpliciter, if we can coherently conceive a difference between proceeding and stopping. The mistake in 
interpreting Darwin’s theory is the implicit difference we see between evolution and devolution. The differential valuation is 
religious, a deposition of unconscious or conscious human vanity. What happens is adaptation. For a spell. The suggestion 
of a “direction” to the process is a local convenience. We really want to think the song is about us. 

52. As distinguished from a hiatus of some duration. 

53. Socrates in the Phaedo gives us to understand that philosophy is preparation for death — or a graceful farewell. It is 
convenient that the “preparation” may occupy the whole of a lifetime for an individual or the term of a species. 
Stubbornness in the face of this — of succumbing too quickly to such wisdom is no doubt selected for. Only after puberty’s 
imperatives fade, leaving aside pathology, is it sometimes permissible. 
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into something else. Neither the constituents, nor the something else, however, will be “us.” If we 
survive, it will be through purely imaginative effort, a monumental figment. We are self-deceiving to 
think otherwise. Sure, we can turn self-deception into a virtue. But how convenient..." 


The door secures behind you. You were not allowed to pause in the doorway. There is only forward. 
Where to? Which way? And, having a vague notion where to, how does it color your world, knowing 
this, now? 


If these questions are remote, beyond your contemplation,” it is a sign you still have conscious work to 
do... May “the Excuse” always be with you. 


Nature’s great mistake was to have been unable to confine herself to one “kingdom”: juxtaposed with the vegetable, 
everything else seems inopportune, out of place. The sun should have sulked at the appearance of the first insect, and gone 
out altogether with the advent of the chimpanzee. 

— Cioran, TBB, 49 


Consciousness and its imperatives 


Early on, we mentioned that puberty enforced pretty efficacious imperatives. We are here, thanks to 
these. Consciousness supplies some, too. We might cease to be, thanks to these. Attending to the latter, 
two ways, two ethical imperatives, suggest themselves to improve the condition of sentience in the 
world or universe: 


1. Reduce or eliminate pain and suffering 


The Transhumanist / “Humanity +” position advocates the development of more and better positively- 
sentient forms. We are morally obligated to eradicate sensitivity to pain and suffering wherever it exists 
by whatever means consistent with enhancing sensitivity to pleasure and happiness to no end.™ The 
enhancement may even, by itself, obviate sensitivity to the negative. Biochemical and genetic 
modification, psychological conditioning, environmental engineering, even philosophical reasoning, 
and more... are all on the table. The aim is clear: make pain and distress impossible, and the means: 
any necessary.” 


54. Describing and re-describing the universe for our convenience, to make it a hospitable place, is the function of “belief 
systems.” Religious, scientific, etc... 

55. And if it is beyond concern, because too unfathomable, how do you feel about that? Uncertainty is one thing; attitude 
toward it is another. The first open to excuse, the second? 

56. “The Importance of Wild-Animal Suffering,” Brian Tomasik, Center for Long-Term Risk, 9 April 2015 (first written: 
July 2009; last edited: 24 May 2020). Inspired by ideas from the Transhumanist movement, this piece illustrates the 
enormity of their mission. The principles of this movement entail what is necessary to enforce its “super” imperatives: the 
occupation and control of the universe, until some exogenous event stops us, if ever. 

57. David Pearce, a principal founder of the Transhumanist school, speaks of “re-calibrating our hedonic setpoints,” Recent 
psychological theories (hedonic treadmill or hedonic adaptation theory) remark on evidence that we tend to have fixed 
background levels of happiness, specific to us as individuals, to which we keep returning even after disturbances in either 
positive or negative directions. The experiences of trauma (loss of a loved one) or ecstasy (attaining a long sought goal) 
eventually loose their mojo, and happiness levels return to their “preprogrammed” setpoint — proprietary to the individual. 
Pearce suggests one method of achieving the transhumanist “pain-abolitionist” project is to move these setpoints in the 
positive direction by whatever technical means we might devise (drugs, genetic engineering, etc.). This does not necessarily 
entail the elimination of all negative experiences. To the extent having them contributes to the overall end of pushing these 
setpoints higher and higher in a positive direction, the project is supported. Bad experiences may have instrumental but 
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2. Reduce or eliminate awareness of pain and suffering 


This view, best exemplified by Antinatalists (a view implicit in Cioran, for instance) takes the task of 
the Transhumanist position above to be, if not impossible, intractable and fraught with danger. The 
Antinatalist suggests that we best leave nature as we found it evolutionarily — and as fast as possible, 
consistent with minimizing harm to already existent sentience, namely, by attrition — by stopping 
procreation in its tracks. 


Perhaps, it is appropriate to call Antinatalism “Anti-consciousness”... not in the sense that 
consciousness is somehow normatively “bad” (though maybe it is that, too) but in the sense that it is a 
development that, fully matured, will work itself out of existence, with or without our assistance. 
Naturally, evolutionarily. Like it or not. Consciousness would then, like some diseases, be “self- 
limiting.” But, having reached this realization, the Antinatalist sees a moral imperative. Bystanding is 
not an option. 


Throughout this discussion I have been assuming that the natural development of consciousness or 
awareness, necessarily involves increasing powers of, and imperatives to deploy, empathy.°® And what 
if this assumption is not founded? Then what evolves (or results) will not be related to us or to any 
earlier developmental stage of our evolutionary history. It will be something else. Entirely. Something 
we cannot intelligibly identify with now or show concern for... Unless, paradoxically, we reach the 
ultra-altruism I have been insinuating is the upshot: a graceful exit, a resignation to letting nature 
resume the course it was taking before it was interrupted by our extravagant awareness. 


This, I take to be, what Cioran means by “the trouble with being born.” 


The trouble with the advent of conscious creatures is their exposure to new dimensions of 
disappointment not possible to their precursors (animals and small children) or, perhaps, to their 
successors (whatever form these will take, if any)... And why not new dimensions of joy and happiness, 
too? Again, sustainable sympathy with beings thus capable will fail in the absence of negative 
experiential counterparts because of a failure of identity. The Transhumanists may be right in their 
predictions as to future developments. But these cannot be moral imperatives for us — prior to the 


never intrinsic value. A tad bit of nastiness may be the spice of a hedonic life but can never be the main ingredient... A 
coherently desirable image of heaven cannot be all fun and games. Not unless we do the “trans” thing thoroughly. But, in 
that event, rational identity with our conjectural descendants fails and empathy for them looses coherence. 

58. Pearce, in an interview, explains why the three “super” imperatives — super intelligence, super longevity, and super 
happiness — do not include super compassion. His answer seems to imply that the latter is folded into the notion of super 
intelligence. The possibility that extreme intelligence might exist without empathetic and sympathetic tendencies seems 
incomprehensible to him. Perhaps this is because the absence of even the merest modicum of empathy would devolve to 
self-destruction. The self-same impulse to self-care is central to caring for others. Super-intelligence without a proportionate 
increase in regard for other forms of sentience would be unstable. Thus, for Pearce, the super intelligence concept is “rich.” 
The psychopath or Humean “sensible knave” can not be utterly devoid of self-compassion, or the indifference would cut 
their own existence short. An augmentation of self-regard entails its expansion to others. There is enough room for only so 
much compassion directed at one entity, even oneself. Assuming super-intelligence itself is not self-destructive/self- 
dismissive and that it is tied to super-self-regard, and thus to super-compassion, as Pearce seems to suggest, the surplus of 
compassion needed for self-preservation and flourishing must leak out in a form of regard for external sentience. (The 
Antinatalist — who will not separate super-intelligence from super-awareness of cosmic ineptitude makes no such 
assumption. Theirs is a leaner notion of super-intelligence.) 
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transformation. The claim here is that these future developments cannot relate to us... Except by 
exercising immense, perhaps unheard of, powers of resignation or sympathetic imagination. Ultra- 
altruism. The last word in generosity. We will finally be good — at the price of not existing. 
Antinatalism is imaginable even if extremely improbable. Transhumanism is probable, but rationally 


incoherent. Stasis is unbelievable. We may come to non-exist in one of two ways: transformation and 
extinction. Either way, the universe will be proud of us. If the universe can be proud. 


Maybe it is time for a joke, a cup of tea, or something. 
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Appendix 1: From E. M. Cioran, The Trouble with Being Born: 


2 1 59 

It is our discomforts which provoke, which create consciousness; their task accomplished, they weaken 
and disappear one after the other. Consciousness however remains and survives them, without recalling 
what it owes to them, without even ever having known. Hence it continually proclaims its autonomy, 
its sovereignty, even when it loathes itself and would do away with itself. 


59. Page numbers from the Seaver Books edition, 1976. 
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27 

When Mara, the Tempter, tries to supplant the Buddha, the latter says, among other things: “By what 
right do you claim to rule over men and over the universe? Have you suffered for knowledge?” This is 
the crucial, perhaps the sole question we should ask ourselves when we scrutinize anything, especially 
a thinker. 


There is never too great a distinction made between those who have paid for the tiniest step toward 
knowledge and those, incomparably more numerous, who have received a convenient, indifferent 
knowledge, a knowledge without ordeals. 


31 
A conscious fruit fly would have to confront exactly the same difficulties, the same kind of insoluble 
problems as man. 


Better to be an animal than a man, an insect than an animal, a plant than an insect, and so on. 


Salvation? Whatever diminishes the kingdom of consciousness and compromises its supremacy. 


32 
It’s not worth the bother of killing yourself, since you always kill yourself too late. 


When you know quite absolutely that everything is unreal, you then cannot see why you should take 
the trouble to prove it. 


34 

The only successful philosophies and religions are the ones that flatter us, whether in the name of 
progress or of hell. Damned or not, man experiences an absolute need to be at the heart of everything. It 
is, in fact, solely for this reason that he is man, that he has become man. And if some day he no longer 
feels this need, he must give way to some other animal prouder, madder than himself. 


He detested objective truths, the burden of argument, sustained reasoning. He disliked demonstrating, 
he wanted to convince no one. Others are a dialectician’s invention. 


35 
“Self-knowledge’’? A contradiction in terms. 


38 

The first thinker was, without a doubt, the first man obsessed by why. An unaccustomed mania, not at 
all contagious: rare indeed are those who suffer from it, who are a prey to questioning, and who can 
accept no given because they were born in consternation. 
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This very second has vanished forever, lost in the anonymous mass of the irrevocable. It will never 
return. I suffer from this, and I do not. Everything is unique — and insignificant. 


39 

Plotinus, Porphyry tells us, had the gift of reading men’s souls. One day, without any warning, he told 
his astounded disciple not to try killing himself but rather to take a journey. Porphyry left for Sicily: 
there he was cured of his melancholy but, he adds regretfully, he thereby missed being present at his 
master’s death, which occurred during his absence. 


It has been a long time since philosophers have read men’s souls. It is not their task, we are told. 
Perhaps. But we must not be surprised if they no longer matter much to us. 


Self-knowledge — the bitterest knowledge of all and also the kind we cultivate least: what is the use of 
catching ourselves out, morning to night, in the act of illusion, pitilessly tracing each act back to its 
root, and losing case after case before our own tribunal? 


45 

When I happen to be busy, I never give a moment’s thought to the “meaning” of anything, particularly 
of whatever it is I am doing. A proof that the secret of everything is in action and not in abstention, that 
fatal cause of consciousness. 


63 

Having penetrated, in the course of years, quite deeply into two or three religions, I have always 
retreated on the threshold of “conversion,” lest I lie to myself. None of them was, in my eyes, free 
enough to admit that vengeance is a need, the most intense and profound of all, and that each man must 
satisfy it, if only in words. If we stifle that need, we expose ourselves to serious disturbances. More 
than one disorder — perhaps all disorders derive from a vengeance too long postponed. We must learn 
how to explode! Any disease is healthier than the one provoked by a hoarded rage. 


64 
Filming a scene, there are countless takes of the same incident. Someone watching in the street 
obviously a provincial — can’t get over it: “After this, P’ Il never go to the movies again.” 


One might react similarly with regard to anything whose underside one has seen, whose secret one has 
seized. Yet, by an obnubilation which has something of the miraculous about it, there are gynecologists 
who are attracted to their patients, gravediggers who father children, incurables who lay plans, skeptics 
who write .... 


...too perfect a hell is almost as sterile as paradise. 


67 
A film about wild animals: endless cruelty in every latitude. “Nature,” a torturer of genius, steeped in 
herself and her work, exults with good reason: there is not a moment when what is alive fails to 
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tremble, to make others tremble. Pity is a strange luxury only the most perfidious and the fiercest 
creature could invent, out of a need to punish and torture itself — out of ferocity, still. 


69 

A friend, after I don’t know how many years of silence, writes that she hasn’t much longer to live, and 
that she is preparing to “enter the Unknown....” The cliché gives me a start. I find it hard to see what 
one might enter by death. Any affirmation, in this realm, seems to me a delusion. Death is not a state, 
perhaps not even a transition. Then what is it? And by what cliché, in my turn, will I answer my friend? 


70 

Despite her white hair, she still paraded up and down her part of the sidewalk, looking for customers. I 
would run into her often, at three in the morning, and never felt like going home until I had heard her 
tell a few anecdotes or exploits. I have forgotten anecdotes and exploits alike, but not the readiness with 
which, one night when I had begun storming against all the sleeping “vermin” of Paris, she broke in 
with her forefinger pointing to heaven and: “What about the vermin up there?” 


74 
No easy matter, to speak of God when one is neither a believer nor an atheist: and it is undoubtedly the 
drama we all share, theologians included — no longer capable of being either one or the other. 


We must beware of whatever insights we have into ourselves. Our self-knowledge annoys and 
paralyzes our daimon — this is where we should look for the reason Socrates wrote nothing. 


75 
“Never judge a man without putting yourself in his place.” This old proverb makes all judgment 
impossible, for we judge someone only because, in fact, we cannot put ourselves in his place. 


78 
There is nothing to say about anything. So there can be no limit to the number of books. 


81 

The stoic’s maxim, according to which we should submit uncomplainingly to things which do not 
depend on ourselves, takes into account only external misfortunes, which escape our will. But how to 
accommodate ourselves to those which come from ourselves? If we are the source of our ills, whom are 
we to confront? Ourselves? We manage, luckily, to forget that we are the guilty parties, and moreover 
existence is tolerable only if we daily renew this lie, this act of oblivion. 
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Appendix 2: Karl Friston and the minimization of surprise 


[If there is a point, as far as conscious beings are concerned, it must be something like that... The 
impulse to want to anticipate the endgame of consciousness. We don’t want to be caught up short in 
our plans, which we are always busy having. We want to know what is coming. Even if this amounts to 
making it happen. If the song is not about us, we want to make sure that it will be. Thus, Friston. What 
does Friston have to do with Cioran? Cioran saw us as condemned to what Friston describes. ] 


“Karl Friston’s free energy principle might be the most all-encompassing idea since Charles Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection. But to understand it, you need to peer inside the mind of Friston himself.” 


From “The Genius Neuroscientist Who Might Hold the Key to True AI,” Shaun Raviv, Wired, 
November 2018: 


The concept of free energy itself comes from physics, which means it’s difficult to explain 
precisely without wading into mathematical formulas. In a sense that’s what makes it powerful: 
It isn’t a merely rhetorical concept. It’s a measurable quantity that can be modeled, using much 
the same math that Friston has used to interpret brain images to such world-changing effect. But 
if you translate the concept from math into English, here’s roughly what you get: Free energy is 
the difference between the states you expect to be in and the states your sensors tell you that you 
are in. Or, to put it another way, when you are minimizing free energy, you are minimizing 
surprise. 


According to Friston, any biological system? that resists a tendency to disorder and dissolution 
will adhere to the free energy principle—whether it’s a protozoan or a pro basketball team. 


9 In 2013, Friston ran a model that simulated a primordial soup full of floating 
molecules. He programmed it to obey both basic physics and the free energy 
principle. The model generated results that looked like organized life. 


A single-celled organism has the same imperative to reduce surprise that a brain does. 


The only difference is that, as self-organizing biological systems go, the human brain is 
inordinately complex: It soaks in information from billions of sense receptors, and it needs to 
organize that information efficiently into an accurate model of the world. “It’s literally a 
fantastic organ in the sense that it generates hypotheses or fantasies that are appropriate for 
trying to explain these myriad patterns, this flux of sensory information that it is in receipt of,” 
Friston says. In seeking to predict what the next wave of sensations is going to tell it—and the 
next, and the next—the brain is constantly making inferences and updating its beliefs based on 
what the senses relay back, and trying to minimize prediction-error signals. 


So far, as you might have noticed, this sounds a lot like the Bayesian idea of the brain as an 
“inference engine” that Hinton told Friston about in the 1990s. And indeed, Friston regards the 
Bayesian model as a foundation of the free energy principle (“free energy” is even a rough 
synonym for “prediction error”). But the limitation of the Bayesian model, for Friston, is that it 
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only accounts for the interaction between beliefs and perceptions; it has nothing to say about the 
body or action. It can’t get you out of your chair. 


This isn’t enough for Friston, who uses the term “active inference” to describe the way 
organisms minimize surprise while moving about the world. When the brain makes a prediction 
that isn’t immediately borne out by what the senses relay back, Friston believes, it can minimize 
free energy in one of two ways: It can revise its prediction—absorb the surprise, concede the 
error, update its model of the world—or it can act to make the prediction true. If I infer that I 
am touching my nose with my left index finger, but my proprioceptors tell me my arm is 
hanging at my side, I can minimize my brain’s raging prediction-error signals by raising that 
arm up and pressing a digit to the middle of my face. 


And in fact, this is how the free energy principle accounts for everything we do: perception, 
action, planning, problem solving. When I get into the car to run an errand, I am minimizing 
free energy by confirming my hypothesis—my fantasy—through action. 


For Friston, folding action and movement into the equation is immensely important. Even 
perception itself, he says, is “enslaved by action”: To gather information, the eye darts, the 
diaphragm draws air into the nose, the fingers generate friction against a surface. And all of this 


fine motor movement exists on a continuum with bigger plans, explorations, ° and actions. 


10 Friston’s term for this kind of exploration is “epistemic foraging.” He is 
notorious among his colleagues for his coinages, known as Fristonese. 


“We sample the world,” Friston writes, “to ensure our predictions become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.” 


Presentation notes 


1. How many here have read or even heard of Cioran? 


Rarely taught in philosophy courses. More known in literary circles. A bit about Cioran. My history 
with Cioran. 


2. Cioran: a method to his madness 


Un-analytic. Does not do articulated arguments. Compare with Wittgenstein: 


Cioran: Pronounces conclusions (supposed too obvious to require defense). You are supposed to supply 
the premises and work out their logic — if so inclined. Life, in the normal case, affirms itself. Your 
reasoning skills are lame gestures in comparison. They do not add anything. This is why our post-natal 
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status does not necessarily entail desperation or pessimism. It doesn’t actually entail anything. If one 
statement contradicts another and both are convictions, so much the worse for the law of non- 
contradiction. If you have to rely on philosophy — or any belief system — to give meaning to your life, 
you are skating on thin ice. 


Wittgenstein: also does not articulate arguments, but supplies premises (suggestive observations), 
leaving you to work out the conclusions. Your having done so, he then supplies you with a counter 
instance, forcing you to re-calibrate your prior conclusion, and so on... A psychological need for rest 
motivates logical laws like the law of non-contradiction. We sport psychologies. We don’t know that 
reality does. Ultimate meaning, if any, is beyond articulation. 


Their obscurity — if they are so perceived — probably stems from the demands this way of writing places 


on their readers. Why this methodology? Philosophizing about the obvious or self-evident demands 
indirectness. Why do we have trouble seeing the obvious? What does it take to see the obvious? 


3. The argument 

I will attempt to extract or supply an argument behind Cioran’s pronouncements on the theme of 
consciousness — its meaning and development. I will do this — not so much by asking what 
consciousness is or how it reduces (or not) to the non-conscious but — by inquiring into its function and 
trajectory. 

On naturalistic assumptions, everything about us is the way it is because it was selected for, 


consciousness no less that our physical traits and abilities. What is the function of consciousness? Can 
we see already where it is going? 


4. Stages in the development of consciousness/awareness (See list above.) 


5. The trilemma of consciousness/awareness development 
Three possible endgames for the development of consciousness: 


i. procession: 
It continues to evolve and transform in the direction, it appears, it is currently doing. 


il. Stasis: 
It halts its development artificially (anthropogenically) at a perceived optimal and sustainable 


level. 


iii. extinction: 
It “psycho-degrades.” 


These seem to exhaust the logical space of alternatives. 
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But each of these alternative lines of development, for different reasons, is deeply problematic: 


1. Procession leads to transformation, which, in the fullness of time, leads to absence of identity, 
which leads beyond the limits of empathetic concern. Hence, procession is rationally incoherent (for 
us) to entertain. Which suggests engineering: 


2. Stasis. But this has no natural — or cultural — history behind it. Natural developments do not pause 
for anyone or anything. Not only that, but, even if stasis is feasible (can be forced on nature), freezing 
the expansion of conscious concern opposes moral imperatives associated with understandings of what 
“development” means in relation to consciousness. Hence, stasis is empirically inconceivable, and 
conceptually problematic. Stopping moral development is unacceptable. 


3. Extinction, the self-dismissal this implies, goes against (up to now) perhaps invincible biological 
impulses. Hence, it is improbable — even if this is the most rationally conceivable and morally 


justifiable of the alternatives. 


And there appear no other paths of development for the future of consciousness/awareness. It’s either 
keep going, stand still, or look for an exit. 
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